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Abstract: For the purpose of setting standards for skilled workers and facilitating the acquisition 
of recognised qualifications, the Vocational Training Council introduced in 1989 a voluntary trade 
testing and certification system in various industries.  Up to now, the number of trades for skill 
testing has been increased to 32.  Some 24 000 workers have sit for the tests with some 14 000 
passing the tests. 
The trade test certificates have gained wide recognition by the industries, the 
government and the public.  In February 1998, the scheme has been expanded to cover also the 
intermediate tradesmen/semi-skilled workers.  This paper describes in detail the skill testing and 





1.1 In order to continuously improve the competitiveness of its industrial products and services in 
the world markets, Hong Kong began to adopt a systematic approach to upgrade its 
occupational skill standards. With this in mind, the Vocational Training Council (VTC), 
established by the Hong Kong Government in 1982, has put in place a comprehensive system 
for trade testing and certification of skilled workers. 
1.2 To cope with the development needs of industry, the VTC has set up a number of training 
boards and general committees, which cover the majority of economic sectors in Hong Kong.  
The membership of the training boards and general committees includes representatives from 
employers, employers’ associations, workers unions, tertiary institutions and relevant 
government departments, with the majority of members from industry and commerce. 
1.3 Since early eighties, the training boards of many industries considered that there was a need to 
have sets of trade test guidelines for the assessment of skill competence of a craftsman.  The 
trade test guidelines laid down the test formats, skills to be tested, marking schemes, pass 
criteria, test duration and required facilities for each principal job in the industry. The guidelines 
enable employers in ascertaining the standard of skills and knowledge attained by their workers 
as well as provide employers a means of assessing the competence of a candidate for job. 
1.4 After some years of operating experience, employers in the industries felt that the standard of 
skill tests conducted by individual employers varied greatly. To ensure an uniform standard, 
there should be some authorized organizations such as the VTC to co-ordinate trade tests on an 
industry-wide basis.  In 1989, voluntary trade testing and certification system was set up by 





2. TRADE TEST 
 
2.1 The objectives of the trade tests are: 
 
(a)to help industry in the selection of workers for skilled jobs; 
(b)to facilitate the acquisition of recognized qualifications, in particular, for those who have not 
gone through any formal training, and enhance the status of skilled workers; 
(c)to set the specifications related to standards for skilled workers; 
(d)with the agreement of the licensing authorities to facilitate the recognition of skill standards 
attained for the purpose of licensing; and 
(e)to facilitate the establishment of skill hierarchy for career advancement of skilled workers. 
 
2.2 For the purpose of meeting the increasing demand from the industries, the trade testing and 
certification scheme has been drastically expanded. Up to now, the scheme covers 32 trades. In 
1999, some 7 000 applicants sat for trade tests and some 5 000 candidates passed the tests with 
trade certificates awarded.  Statistics on trade tests for craftsmen are at Appendix. 
2.3 Each trade test normally consists of 2 parts, a knowledge test in the form of multiple-choice 
questions and a practical test. Candidates who pass the knowledge test and the practical test, 
either at the same sitting or at different sittings within a time span of three years will be awarded 
a trade test certificate.  The formats of the trade tests together with syllabuses and examples are 
published in the trade test guidebooks, which are issued to the candidates during enrollment. 
2.4 The design and standards of the trade tests are established by the respective trade testing 
committees of the training boards. Test questions are set by technical experts and professionals 
from institutions and industry. 
2.5 Before putting into use, the test questions will be tried out by in-services workers with adequate 
relevant working experience. Based on the trial run results, the trade testing committee will then 
adjust and fine-tune the test questions, testing facilities, marking schemes and test duration. The 
testing committee designs sufficient test questions to form a test question bank. The test 
questions are updated periodically and new questions are added to the test question bank. For 
each session of trade test, a set of questions will be drawn randomly from the test question bank 
to form a test paper. 
2.6 Advertisements will be placed in the local press to invite applications for trade tests.  
Applications forms can be cut down from the local press and will also be available free from the 
Trade Test Registry.  Workers can enroll for trade tests by submitting their applications (by 
hand or by mail) to the Trade Test Registry with a cheque or bank draft to pay the test fee.  To 
attract more workers in the trade to trade tests, the test fee has been set at a very low level. At 
present, the test fee ranges HK$150 in the case of tests conducted by VTC to a few hundred 
dollars for tests conducted by the Construction Industry Training Authority (CITA). 
2.7 The duration of knowledge tests is normally 1 hour and a practical test 1-day.  For the practical 
test, the invigilators carry out in-process assessments and end of assignment assessments 
objectively according to the approved marking schemes.  Candidates will be informed of their 
test results by post.  If a candidate is dissatisfied with the test results, he/she may apply to the 
training boards for a review of the test results. 
2.8 To ensure the validity and practicability of the trade tests, the trade testing committees review 





2.9 The electrician trade has the largest number of applicants.  Trade test certificates for 
electricians are recognised as one of the qualifications for registering as a licensed worker for 
Class A electrical works by the Electrical and Mechanical Services Department of the HKSAR 
Government. Construction trades also attract a lot of applicants.  It is mainly due to the specific 
requirement in the construction and maintenance engineering project contracts imposed by the 
Works Departments and the Housing Authority of the HKSAR Government requiring their 
contractors to employ a certain percentage of qualified tradesmen holding either trade 
certificates, apprenticeship certificates or licensed worker certificates as a measure to ensure the 
quality of construction work. 
 
3.INTERMEDIATE TRADE TEST 
 
3.1 For the purpose of assuring an adequate supply of technical manpower and setting standards for 
semi-skilled workers in the construction industry, the CITA and VTC have also put in place an 
intermediate trade testing scheme since early 1998 for the following fourteen building and civil 
engineering trades and five electrical and mechanical (E & M) trade skills: 
(a) bar bender and finer, 
(b) bricklayer, 
(c) bamboo scaffolder, 
(d) carpenter, 
(e) concretor, 
(f) general welder, 
(g) joiner, 
(h) leveller, 
(i) marble worker, 





(o) electrical work, 
(p) mechanical fitting, 
(q) pipe work (E & M), 
(r) sheet metal wok, and 
(s)   welding (E & M) 
The tests for the first fourteen trades are organized by the CITA and the last five E & M trade skills 
tests are offered by the VTC. 
 
3.2 In June 1999, the intermediate trade tests on pipe work (E & M) was split into 3 modules, 
namely black steel pipe module, copper pipe module and galvanized-iron pipe module, to meet 





3.3 Those who have passed the tests will have their names put on a register kept by the Labour 
Department for their priority of employment.  Refresher/remedial training courses are also 
organized by CITA and VTC for workers who fail in the tests to prepare them to re-sit the tests. 
3.4 Since the commencement of the intermediate trade tests in January 1998.  Some 21 000 




4.1 Trade test certificates and intermediate trade test certificates are widely recognized by the public, 
industries and government departments as qualifications for job seeking, job assignments and 
career development. 
4.2 The Works Bureau and Housing Authority of the HKSAR Government have implemented 
contractual requirements in their works and building contracts to employ a certain minimum 
percentage of qualified tradesman and intermediate tradesman.  Trade test certificate holder is 
recognized to be a qualified tradesman and intermediate trade test certificate is the sole 
recognized qualification for a qualified intermediate tradesman.  The minimum percentage of 
the requirements will be increased by stages. 
4.3 The trade test certificates of electrician and air-conditioning mechanic (electrical control module) 
have been recognized by the government for the purpose of registration of Grade A and Grade R 




5.1 The Works Bureau of the HKSAR Government is in the process of instituting a scheme to 
register all construction workers.  To implement the scheme, the existing trade testing for 
electrical and mechanical (E&M) trades will be split into modules and also the trade testing 
scheme will be expanded to cover other construction trades. 
5.2 The Electrical and Mechanical Engineering Services Department of HKSAR government is also 
proposing the following two new schemes: 
a.   Licensing of vehicle repairers 
b. Registration of lift workers 
The implementation of scheme (a) will require VTC to substantially expand the existing trade 
testing facilities for testing vehicle repair workers. Scheme (b) will also require VTC to set up 
new testing facilities for testing lift workers in the long run. 
5.3 In 1999, VTC commissioned a consultancy study on Hong Kong’s Apprenticeship and Trade 
Testing System. One of the consultant’s recommendations is that Hong Kong should institute a 
compulsory trade testing system to assess the skill competence of apprentices who have 









6.1 The trade testing and certification system plays a key role in facilitating the acqusition of 
recognized qualifications and the establishment of skills hierarchy for career development of 
skilled workers. Much has been done and achieved in Hong Kong’s trade testing and 
certification system in the past decade. However, much remains to be done. With the support 
given by the Government, employers and the workers, we are convinced that the system could 







Statistics of Trade Tests for Craftsmen 





















 Vehicle Body Repairer 1994 263 92 39 17 44% 
 Vehicle Electrician 1992 223 51 32 9 28% 
Automobile Vehicle Mechanic 1989 1 735 470 106 33 31% 
 Vehicle Painter 1996 209 71 29 6 21% 
  Sub-total 2 430 684 206 65 32% 
 Bar Bender and Fixer 1995 1 516 1 148 556 469 84% 
 Bricklayer 1993 375 287 117 93 79% 
 Bamboo Scaffolder 1995 966 712 373 302 81% 
 Carpenter 1993 1 777 1 288 654 559 85% 
 Concretor 1995 373 259 85 58 68% 
 Drainlayer 1999 55 28 39 28 72% 
 General Welder 1996 1 481 897 670 455 68% 
Building Joiner 1993 1 534 1 017 302 197 65% 
& Leveller 1995 1 416 814 452 309 68% 
Civil Marble Worker 1995 190 155 148 131 89% 
Engineering Metal Worker 1995 321 238 114 99 87% 
 Painter & Decorator 1993 1 835 1 215 498 341 68% 
 Plumber 1995 1 837 906 549 301 55% 
 Plasterer 1993 1 105 771 471 409 87% 
 Steel Welder (replaced 
  by General Welder 
  in 1996) 
1995 86 17 - - - 
 Tiler 1993 744 540 302 243 80% 
  Sub-total 15 611 10 292 5 330 3 994 75% 
Electrical Electrician 1989 7 976 2 000 700 219 31% 
& Air-cond. (Elect. Control) 1998 25 6 13 4 31% 
Mechanical Air-cond. (Refrigeration) 1998 42 8 18 1 6% 
Services  Sub-total 8 043 2 014 731 224 31% 
 Goldsmith (Fine-gold) 1996 4 2 0 0 - 
Jewellery Goldsmith (K-gold) 1993 134 72 1 1 100% 
 Precious Stone Setter 1994 43 29 1 1 100% 
  Sub-total 181 103 2 2 100% 
Machine Shop Machinist 1993 116 52 4 3 75% 
& Metal Mechanical Fitter 1989 505 262 5 5 100% 
Working  Sub-total 621 314 9 8 89% 
Plastics Mould and Die Maker 1990 494 275 13 6 46% 
  Sub-total 494 275 13 6 46% 
 Colour Scanner Operator 
  (replaced in 1995) 
1993 5 1 - - - 
 Offset Litho Platemaker 
  (replaced in 1995) 
1993 21 5 - - - 
Printing Process Camera Operator 
  (replaced in 1995) 
1993 12 2 - - - 
 Printing Machine 
  Operator 
1996 90 28 8 3 38% 
 Typesetter 
  (replaced in 1994) 
1989 27 15 - - - 
  Sub-total 155 51 8 3 38% 
 CNC Lathe Operator 1996 12 3 0 0 - 
Precision 
Tooling 
CNC Machining Centre 
  Operator 
1996 42 16 0 0 - 
 CNC Wirecut EDM 
  Operator 
1997 19 4 0 0 - 
  Sub-total 73 23 0 0 - 
  Total 27 608 13 756 6 299 4 302 68% 
 
